THE DEUX-VILLES THEATRE

country gentlemen, having dismounted, had loosened their horses'
girths and were rubbing their thighs, the reins over their arms. There
was a long, tense silence in which nothing could be heard but the move-
ment of the boat through the water.

The boat and the stag swam side by side for a few seconds like two
ships running foul of each other. Then Laverdure, with his left hand,
seized the stag by the tail and plunged his knife twice into its flank.
The stag started up half out of the water and then fell back; his antlers
were like spars on the surface of the lake and all about them the water
turned red.

Laverdure, standing in the boat, doffed his cap while the horns
sounded.

The ceremony of the death was held in front of the chateau, a few
yards from the spot where the hunt had been blessed that morning.
The dismembered remains of the stag were laid out on the lawn.
Planterose, the old keeper, held the stag's head for some moments in
front of the hounds' eager eyes as the whips held them back, then he
pulled back the cloth, that is to say the stag's skin, to reveal the bloody
heap; and the hounds leapt on it.

"Jacqueline! Gilon!" called the Marquis. "Come here. Tell me,
who has deserved the honours? Who are the people here?"

"Oh, my dear Marquis/' said Gilon, "today we have with us a very
great Master of Hounds who would appear to have a right to them."

"Who's that?"

"One of the greatest Masters of Hounds. Isn't that so, Jacqueline?"

"Yes, most certainly," she said smiling.

"But, good God, who is it?" cried the blind man.

On a sign from Gilon, Laverdure, who had been warned, came up.

"Monsieur le Marquis," he said, "as this stag has been taken at
Mauglaives and is the two-thousandth since I have been with the hunt,
these gentlemen have thought that the slot should be offered to
Monsieur le Marquis."

Jacqueline took her uncle's hand and guided it to the cap in which
Laverdure was presenting the slot, while everyone raised their horns
and sounded a fanfare.

"It's absurd, absurd!" muttered the Marquis, overcome.

Laverdure received the two-thousandth handshake of his career as
a great huntsman, and the first that was really human, the first in
which their palms had not been separated by a folded bank-note.

Then the Marquis pretended to be studying the stag's slot, feeling
the horn, while Laverdure pretended to be cleaning the doth of his
cap.

"Tell me, is it a good slot, Laverdure?"

"Yes, yes, Monsieur le Marquis, it's a good slot."

"You've been a good companion, Laverdure," said the Marquis in a
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